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FAQ’s - Smallpox
Facts about Smallpox
Smallpox is a serious, highly contagious, and sometimes fatal infectious disease. There is no specific
treatment for smallpox disease, and the only prevention is vaccination. The name is derived from the Latin
word for “spotted” and refers to the raised bumps that appear on the face and body of an infected person.
Two clinical forms of smallpox have been described. Variola major is the severe form of smallpox, with a
more extensive rash and higher fever. It is also the most common form of smallpox. There are four types of
variola major smallpox: ordinary (the most frequent); modified (mild and occurring in previously vaccinated
persons); flat; and hemorrhagic. Historically, variola major has a case-fatality rate of about 30%. However,
flat and hemorrhagic smallpox, which are uncommon types of smallpox, are usually fatal. Hemorrhagic
smallpox has a much shorter incubation period and is likely not to be initially recognized as smallpox when
presenting to medical care. Smallpox vaccination also does not provide much protection, if any, against
hemorrhagic smallpox. Variola minor is a less common clinical presentation, and much less severe disease
(for example, historically, death rates from variola minor are 1%or  less).

Smallpox outbreaks have occurred from time to time for thousands of years, but the disease is now extinct
after a successful worldwide vaccination program. The last case of smallpox in the United States was in
1949. The last naturally occurring case in the world was in Somalia in 1977. After the disease was elimi-
nated from the world, routine vaccination against smallpox among the general public was stopped because it
was no longer necessary for prevention.

Where Smallpox Comes From
Smallpox is caused by the variola virus that emerged in human populations thousands of years ago. Hu-
mans are the only natural hosts of variola. Animals and insects do not carry or spread the variola virus.
Except for laboratory stockpiles, the variola virus has been eliminated as a disease.

However, in the aftermath of the events of September and October 2001, there is concern that the variola
virus might be used as an agent of bioterrorism. For this reason, the U.S. government is taking careful
precautions to be ready to deal with a smallpox outbreak.

Transmission
Smallpox can be caught through direct contact with someone infected with smallpox. Smallpox cannot be
caught from animals or insects. Generally, direct and fairly prolonged face-to-face contact is required to
spread smallpox from one person to another. In a terrorist attack, exposure to smallpox could occur by
breathing airborne virus. A person who has been exposed to smallpox becomes infectious, or contagious,
after a rash appears. After the appearance of a rash, the infected person is contagious until the last small-
pox scab falls off.

Links
Smallpox Overview
http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox/overview/disease-facts.asp

http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox/overview/disease-facts.asp
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Smallpox Vaccine Overview
http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox/vaccination/facts.asp

Information on Live Virus Vaccines and Vaccinia
http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox/vaccination/live-virus.asp

Smallpox
http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox/index.asp
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